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Abstract
The act of immersion is a powerful catalyst for the affirmation or transformation of identity.
How we place ourselves in water expresses cultural valuations of our bodies, water, and
social relations, as well as categories of place and time. This thesis proposes to regenerate
the mikvah, or Jewish ritual bath, by tapping into the resonance of its underlying themes,
and integrating these into the social and physical landscape of modern life. The resulting
design is an exploration of the possibilities inherent in the stages of ritual, in the meeting
of body and water, and in the California landscape. The building is also organized by two
spatial ideas about water. The spring and the pool organize movement and stillness for both
people and water. Upper and lower zones of water instigate the tectonics of the building.
Within each space, the particularities of ritual and of site and light inform the orientation and
arrangement of the space.
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Senior Lecturer in Architecture
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Gathering
Intentions
Immersion in a mikvah is a ritual transformation, carried out through the intentions of
the mind and the actions of the body, using the resources of the site, and changing the
relationships of the immerser to everything around her or him.
What is it that once made immersion in a mikvah such a powerful cultural act? The
mikvah was an integral part of a system that encompassed ideas framed in terms of the
sacredness and profaneness of bodies, places and times, and the transitions between these
states. It was also intimately tied to a set of other rituals, specifically sacrifices at the Temple
in Jerusalem.
We now face a situation in which the sacred geography of Judaism has long been
displaced by the diaspora and the absence of the central Temple. As a result, many of the
situations that required use of the mikvah before entering the sacred precinct are no longer
observed. Furthermore, in the intervening 2000 years, other ideas about the body and
relationship, about time and place have arisen. As a result, use of the mikvah has a strangely
amputated feel to it. It is no longer situated in relation to other rituals or other places, and
many of its uses have been discarded.
The underlying problem is a reliquary approach to religious observance, an attitude
that our responsibility is to preserve everything possible of what once was. Instead, we should
seek out what was meaningful and how it worked, and try to construct a similarly meaningful
set of relationships in relation to current conditions.
This is a significant time to be undertaking such a project, as mikvah undergoes a
renewal in popularity, and draws a broader segment of the Jewish community. Much of the
work that is being done in relation to mikvah is liturgical. In the context of a design thesis,
the most fruitful investigations will be ones that explore the relationships between the
experience of immersion and the place in which it occurs. The design that follows is therefore
not so much an efficient design for a community mikvah, as a series of experiments in tuning
spaces for particulars of ritual and of place.
This thesis proposes four principles for designing spaces for ritual:
1. An unfolding of experience will encourage greater intentionality toward the ritual
2. Responsiveness to and revealing of the natural and social conditions of the place will tie
the ritual to the life of the person
3. Activation of the place by ephemeral phenomena will renew the experience
4. The experience of immersion will be intensified by designing the individual spaces to
reflect the specific relationships of different types of immersion to time, to the body, and to
witnesses.
How has this thesis pursued these ideas?
Unfolding of experience: This mikvah offers an extended approach, with a sequence of
experiences of water and landscape. Water is first experienced as the buried murmur of a
culverted creek, then as the sight of the grand gesture of the roof, then as the water course
implied by channels and gardens, then as the sight of the water gathered in pools, then as
the sensation of the water immersed in, and finally as the sight of the distant bay. During the
journey along this sequence, one experiences contrasts in light, views to the landscape, and a
path marked by its material.
Sense of place: The location on the urban edge requires a departure from and return to the
city, as well as providing a view of the city and land. On the other hand, its proximity to other
Jewish institutions gives its location a social context. The arrangement of the spaces responds
to the distinctive topography of the ravine and hill slope.
Dramatization of time: The role of immersion in the observance of daily, monthly and festival
time is heightened by the dramatization of time on the site. No visit will be identical, as
clouds and fog move across the site and view, and as light illuminates the spaces a little
differently during the course of each day. More dramatically, the space is changed when water
falls: drops sound on the roof, channels flow with water, views are blurred.
Tuning to specifics of ritual: Each space establishes specific relationships through the
configuration of entry, space, light, and water. In addition, the body has a direct and
perceptible effect on the water and its space.
To carry these ideas into a design, significant changes must be made from conventional
mikvah design. Some of these are more radical than others. Revealing the natural water
that is central to the definition of a mikvah is not controversial, merely neglected.1 Paying
attention to the sequence leading up to the immersion as well as the immersion space
itself is fully in keeping with ideas of kavanah. On the other hand, creating a mikvah
that is integrated with its landscape requires a letting go of some of the introversion and
preoccupation with modesty that have come to characterize the mikvah. In addition, an
alignment of a mikvah to a sacred experience of a landscape that is in California, and not
in an absent and compromised Holy Land, is thorny. While I do not propose to reinstate
the specific sacred geography of the bible to the west coast, I do propose to catalyze an
awareness of, and investment in, the landscape of daily experience.
What are the broader implications of this design approach? The design it proposes is
not a self-sufficient building, but one dependent for its character on the landscape around
it. It is an architecture of change, more than one of permanence. It values the subjective,
even the irrational. It is also an architecture of revelation - spiritual, but also environmental.
These qualities were inspired by the nature of immersion and its purpose. However, these
values can infuse a more general approach to architecture.
Notes:
1. Discussions with mikvah staff
did, however, reveal anxiety about
the water getting contaminated
if it is exposed, though this would
be a hygiene issue, rather than a
religious one.
Texts
Sources of inspiration for this thesis were many: personal experiences of baths, study
of buildings and gardens that use water as a material, and years spend in the California
landscape all played a part.
A few lines of text also stimulated the ideas underlying this thesis and the resulting
systems and qualities of the building.
Only a spring and a pit, a gathering of water, shall be clean. (Leviticus 11:36)
The waters of mikvah are waters not brought by human intervention. They must flow by their
own force to the gathering place. Based on this verse, two water sources are accepted: water
springing from the ground, ever-flowing, or rainwater gathered in the ground, still. Because
these waters are considered ritually impervious to becoming polluted, they are also the wa-
ters used to effect purification.1
If water consists of the flow of a stream and the stillness of a pool, so does ritual. The
movements of our bodies activate an awareness, and create a space for the contemplation
that follows. This can be taken to another level for the particular rituals of transformation
performed in a mikvah. Transformation implies movement, a displacement from one state to
another. On the other hand, a profound reformulation of the self requires more than a shift; it
requires a dissolution of the self, so that a new self can emerge. For this, the immutable, the
infinite, is needed. Metaphors for this dissolution have been offered: the mikvah is the grave
in which the old self is buried, a small death as one immerses, for a moment unbreathing; the
mikvah is the womb, a liquid suspension from which one is reborn; or the mikvah is creation,
a formless void from which the specificity of the self emerges. 2
This pairing of the states of water underlies the organization of this design of a mik-
vah. First, there is the movement of the water: from rainfall into channels into pools, then
back out into the landscape after use. Then there is the movement of people: first from their
homes up into the hills, then along the path through the site, then along the main corridor,
then turning onto the bridges that lead to the mikvaot. All this leads, though, to the moments
that are pools in time. Each mikvah is a place of pause, of suspension. In addition, other plac-
es to pause are distributed throughout the building: a reception area, spaces to contemplate
the view, a large gathering space near the mikvah devoted to life-cycle events, and a smaller
gathering area outside the holiday-oriented mikvah.
Notes:
1. For more technical details on this,
see Appendix A.
2. For a beautiful discussion of mystical
interpretations of mikvah, see Aryeh
Kaplan's book, Waters of Eden: The
Mystery of the Mikvah. Brooklyn, NY:
Mesorah Publications, 1976
God said, "Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it separate
between water and water." So God made the firmament, and separated between
the waters which were beneath the firmament and the waters which were above the
firmament. (Genesis 1:6-7)
We inhabit the space between the waters above and the waters below, our own bodies full of
water. If immersion in the infinite brings about a dissolution of the self, then it is the drawing
back of the infinite that creates a space for the specificity of human life.
The idea of water above and water below becomes a major gesture in the design of
this mikvah. There are two zones of water: the metal plane of the roof, the water above,
and the mass of the concrete holding the pools, the water below. This also corresponds to the
pairing of the spring and the pit, one descending from the atmosphere, the other welling out
of the ground, though here all the water comes from rain. All habitation of this space takes
place between these two strata.
A river issues forth from Eden to water the garden, and from there it is divided and
becomes four headwaters. (Genesis 2:10)
The modest pool one immerses in does not seem tremendous enough catalyze a spiritual
transformation. Its connection to the sources of water, however, is analogous to the soul's
connection to a spiritual source. Unfortunately, in most mikvaot the gathering of water is not
visible. In this thesis, the water of the mikvah has been more explicitly linked to the cycle
of water: the roof visibly gathers water, the water is visibly moved through the building, and
gardens visibly filter the water and return it to the landscape. Within the building, a chan-
nel, even when dry, illustrates how each bor gets its water from a common source. Thus, in a
more direct metaphor, each of the four borot is like one of the rivers going forth from Eden.
Bathing, from an undesign point of view, is a comprehensive aesthetic experience
concerned primarily with non-objective, unquantifiable, and unique sensations. In
other words, the bathing experience is fundamentally subjective, and the more sup-
portive of specific subjective "qualities," the better the bath.
(Koren, Leonard. Undesigning the Bath. Berkeley, CA: Stone Bridge Press, 1996)
The qualities he proposes are pleasure, safety, thermal stimulation, cleanliness/purity, mind-
body reconciliation, timelessness, animism, sacredness.
This primacy of the experience is crucial. Complete absorption in the act of bathing
means engaging all of the senses. Opening up to the experience requires removing distrac-
tions and sources of anxiety. The most profound experience involves some sense of the water
as something more than H20.
The challenge, then, is to move from speculation to revelation by trading mental
knowledge for the wisdom of direct experience.
(France, Robert. Deep Immersion: The Experience of Water. Sheffield, Vermont: Green Frigate Books,
2003)
Modern life tends to value the quantifiable, the linear argument. Within Judaism, even much
religious thought has been directed toward interpretation of religious law. This needs to be
balanced with an appreciation of qualitative knowledge and experience not reducible to any-
thing but themselves.
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Ritual
Into the water
While the mikvah has several different uses, there are common elements to the ritual. The
fundamental steps are preparation, immersion and blessing.
The immersion involves the coming together of body and water in the context of an
intention and a time. The water has already been discussed. The state of the body is also
crucial. Certainly the mind must be prepared, and the idea of intentionality, or kavanah, is
central to Jewish rituals. However, immersion is an act of the body and also requires prepara-
tion of the body. Immersion is intended to enact an unobstructed experience of the divine.
As such, it requires an unobstructed communion between the body and the water. Therefore,
the preparation of the body consists of removing all possible barriers: clothing, of course, and
dirt. Also jewelry, cosmetics, nail polish, bandages. Before immersion, an attendant often
checks for any loose hairs or lint still clinging to the person. Thus, the immersion itself is not
a literal cleaning of the body. It is not only the resulting clean body that one brings to the
mikvah, however. The time spent on preparing the body makes a space for awareness.
The immersion itself must be a full immersion: the whole body, including all hair must
submerge. The body is kept loose, not folded in on itself, so that the whole surface may be
enveloped. A witness watches to make sure that a full immersion takes place, and pronounces
it kasher as one emerges from the water. It is traditional to immerse more than once, the first
time to get the body wet, and again for the immersion itself. A blessing is said after each im-
mersion. Most commonly, people will immerse three times, though some individuals or fami-
lies have traditions of immersing seven or some other number of times.
There are no particular rituals for after one emerges. However, there are traditions
that what one sees or experiences immediately after immersion is especially important. The
consciousness, wiped clean is especially receptive to impressions. In addition, depending on
the particular purpose of the immersion, it may be followed by particular activities: A wife
immersing after her period hurries home to her husband; someone immersing before Shabbat
or holiday prayers heads off to services.
Uses
Notes:
1. This use is also the greatest
source of controversy. Different
movements within Judaism
have different requirements for
conversion, and the Orthodox
movement in particular does not
recognize conversions performed
by rabbis from other movements.
Since most mikvaot are sponsored
by Orthodox institutions, this
often leads to some awkwardness
for others using the mikvah for
conversion.
2. See Leviticus 14-15 for detailed
exposition on all this.
At a fundamental level, all uses of a mikvah are about transformation, a change in status.
Some uses are repeated, while others are one-time occasions.
Repeated uses are grounded in ritual or biological time. Married women in traditional
Jewish communities visit the mikvah on a monthly basis. This is tied to a cycle of sexual activ-
ity within the marriage, which is in turn tied to the woman's menstrual cycle. After a time of
sexual inactivity during menstruation, the woman visits a mikvah before resuming sexual rela-
tions with her husband.
Some men, particularly within the Hasidic movement, visit the mikvah before holidays,
or even before the sabbath each week. This transformation has less to do with ideas of ritual
impurity than with moving from the usual state of mind to a state of spiritual readiness.
Other uses are one-time. The best known of these is conversion. 1 This is a tremendous
change in status, as the person immersing becomes part of the Jewish community. It is also
meant to mirror the biblical account of the Jews making a covenant with God, when the en-
tire nation immersed beforehand.
The immersion of a bride before a wedding partakes partly of the repeated use and
partly of the one-time use. A wedding marks a change in status for both the bride and groom,
and some grooms also immerse (though it is not considered required, as it is for the bride).
However, for the bride, it is also the first of many visits that she will make as a married
woman (though less traditional women may just visit this one time).
A somewhat different use of the mikvah is for immersing kitchen implements. This is
considered to dedicate them to a Jewish household.
In biblical times, there were many other occasions for using the mikvah. Its use was
tied to a system of ritual sacrifice and sacred space. In order to enter the temple precinct,
one had to be considered to be in a state of ritual purity/readiness, and several things could
compromise that: contact with a dead body or a leper, menstruation and ejaculation, child-
birth, and others. 2 However, without a temple, most of these uses no longer apply.
Transforming the mikvah
This is a dynamic time in the history of the mikvah. Like many other traditions, mikvah was
rejected by the Reform movement as a regressive institution having no relevance to modern
life. Over the past thirty years, many such rituals have begun to be reclaimed. Mikvah is the
most recent. This has consequences beyond a larger number of people that the mikvaot must
serve. So long as mikvaot were used only by the most orthodox, fundamental change was
unlikely. The acceptance of the ritual as a necessity was accompanied by stagnation in both
programming and design.
Those who are beginning to use it now bring two new things to the table: In the first
place, because they choose it voluntarily, they are more likely to be seeking ways to justify
it to themselves, to make the experience meaningful in a tangible way. Furthermore, hav-
ing spent their lives not within the encompassing ideology of an orthodox lifestyle, they will
want to bring their broader experience to the practice of immersion. What does all this mean
in concrete terms? The design of mikvahs has been fairly uninspiring so far. In fact, they long
had a reputation for darkness, poor maintenance and all-around unpleasantness. More recent
ones that aspire to better design have often pushed toward luxury of a hotel spa type rather
than seeking to create an inspiring experience. There is therefore a great deal of room for
improvement.
Changes in program are easier to pinpoint. Many uses were abandoned after the
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem. New users are now seeking ways to honor times of
transition in their and their families' lives. For example, new rituals are being create to mark
divorce and recovery from illness. Gay couples are also marking their commitment to each
other through immersion in a mikvah. This is, of course, only possible in the context of a lib-
eral mikvah. A few Reform rabbis have begun incorporating mikvah into bar and bat mitzvah
preparation. The motivation for this is tied to controversy over the Reform Movement's defini-
tion of who is a Jew, which differs from that of other Jewish movements; thus the immersion
is meant to remove any ambiguity. However, there is greater potential in this ritual. At one
time, girls began visiting the mikvah when they began menstruating. The mikvah was there-
fore a direct part of their relationship to their body, which would later in their lives incorpo-
rated sexual relationships. In more recent times, monthly immersion has been restricted to
married women. Immersion as part of a coming of age ceremony would be a powerful act for
both boys and girls, adding corporeal experience into the other kinds of worship practiced
within Judaism.
Precedents
Research for this thesis included visits to existing mikvaot
and study of water and bathing in other cultures, includ-
ing a visit to Japan to experience the hot spring baths, or
onsen.
Mikvah at Temple Beth Jacob in
Oakland, California
Mikvaot
Investigation of precedents included not only inspection
of the buildings, but discussion with staff about the poli-
cies of the mikvah, its uses and users.
Of the existing mikvaot I visited, the best use
natural light and simple materials not too evocative of a
bathroom or locker room, and provide comfortable spaces
for immersion, preparation, and witnessing.
The worst are often built into existing buildings,
using ill-suited spaces in an old house or the back corner
of a synagogue.
Following are a few examples visited in the course
of research for this thesis. For more photographs of
mikvaot around the world, a good source is the photo gal-
lery at www.mikvah.org.
Daughters of Israel mikvah (Brighton, Massachusetts)
This is an example of a mikvah retrofitted into an old house. This leads to many awkwardnesses in the space.
Many mikvaot strive for a domestic
atmosphere in their decorating. Aside
from any opinions on aesthetics, this
goal of comfort is different perhaps
from the sense of specialness, of
separation, that might be most
conducive to a ritual of transformation.
The tyranny of the original
house layout is evident in
such moments as this: To pass
between some preparation
rooms and mikvah rooms, it
is necessary to pass through
a shared corridor, perhaps
breaking one's concentration.
Cramped spaces can make
it difficult to accommodate
the witness needed for
some immersions, and make
conversions even more
awkward.
The provision of a shared
space for preparing to depart
is praiseworthy. However, the
multi-purpose nature of this
space may disrupt or dilute
the benefit. The path from the
reception room to the mikvaot
passes through this room. In
addition to the primping area,
there are laundry facilities and
a dish mikvah.
Mayyim Hayyim (Living Waters), Newton, Massachusetts
This is a newly constructed mikvah, sponsored by a number of individuals and institutions in the Boston Jewish community. It incorporates
an existing house, whose the converted spaces are used for office and meeting rooms. The mikvah spaces themselves are newly
constructed.
This mikvah is unusual in actually
revealing the water of the bor outside
(a trough is visible at the base of the
stone wall), making a glimpse of water
part of the approach to the building
through the garden.
Materials are pleasant and
tactile, a combination of warm
golden stone and smooth wood.
There is also a space provided
between the two mikvaot for a
beit din to stand outside.
Natural light is brought in
through low frosted windows
and high clear windows,
diffused around a curved
ceiling form.
Images this page courtesy of Bechtel
Frank Erickson Architects.
University of Judaism, Los Angeles, California
On the premises of a university, this facility is used over a large geographical area, especially for conversions.
The approach to the mikvah takes good
advantage of a view of the landscape.
However, the entrance is very generic.
While a certain discretion may be
advisable, an entrance like this does
not set the right tone.
The reception area gives the
impression that you have
stumbled into someone's office,
because you have. Once again,
this hinders the process of
striving for holiness.
There is generous space around the
mikvah, including a curtain that can
separate off an area for witnesses and
celebrants.
Mikvah Taharas Israel, Berkeley, California
This mikvah, affiliated with Chabad, an arm of the Hasidic movement, is fairly successful in its design, and has a definite California
easthetic. It is not a sufficient resource for the community, however, since it is not used for conversions.
An approach down a driveway and
through a backyard provides a breather
in transitioning from city to this set-aside
space. The garden is planted with flowers
that bloom in the evening.
The preparation room uses
natural redwood and tile.
This, along with natural light
and reasonably spacious
dimensions provides a pleasant
preparation room.
The mikvah has a decent amount of space
adjacent to it for a witness. This mikvah is
unusual in having two methods of joining
the mikvah with its bor, both zriah and bor
aL gabai bor (see Appendix A for further
explanation).
Beth Jacob Community Mikvah, Oakland, California
This is the mikvah used in the East Bay for conversions, though it is seriously unsuited for this use.
The preparation room and
mikvah are not welt-separated,
meaning that the efficiency
of the mikvah is limited. It is
not convenient for one person
to prepare while another
immerses.
Mikvaot typically provide a number of
supplies for scrubbing, trimming nails,
cleaning ears, and so on, as well as a
preparation checklist.
The mikvah itself is unusual in
being so linear, and feels rather
claustrophobic.
Other Waters
I was drawn to Japanese baths for several reasons, some
having to do with similarities to mikvaot: In the first
place, many Japanese baths use natural sources of water.
These are the onsen, which take advantage of the hot
springs so plentiful in Japan's volcanic islands. Secondly,
like immersion in a mikvah, immersion in a Japanese bath
is a final step. First the visitor scrubs thoroughly, then
brings a clean body into the bath.
However, the differences are also significant.
Japanese bathing is much more communal. Both the
scrubbing areas and the baths themselves may have
many people in them at a time. While this is allowable
in mikvaot, and occasional happens, the solitary experi-
ence is much more the norm. In addition, while Japanese VaLs
bathing has somewhat of a ritual character, and has roots
in early animistic religion, it is not distinctly a religious
practice in the way that immersion in a mikvah is.'
My upbringing in California, and especially my
experiences with the local culture of bathing, were also
an important influence. The line of seismic and volcanic
activity along the West Coast results (among other things)
in the existence of a number of hot springs. In the area of
Calistoga in the Napa Valley there is a particular con-
centration of spas. The spa culture here is an earthy one
- literally. The distinctive local indulgence is a mud bath,
an experience of great heat, compression and twigginess.
While these bathing experiences infuse my overall
sensibility, certain buildings had a more specific impact
on my design. One source of inspiration was Zumthor's
thermal baths at Vals. Some of my own preoccupations
are similar to those that guided Zumthor: opening spaces
up to the landscape, defining spaces through light, and
providing a variety of bathing experiences.
Vals
The Water Temple
Falingwater
(below and below left)
Another significant building was Tadao Ando's
Water Temple. Not only for the result but the design at-
titude, as much for the design attitude as for the result.
Ando took an element traditional to Japanese temples,
the water pond, and did something unexpected, some-
thing disruptive.
Frank Lloyd Wright's Fallingwater inspired me in
two ways: the perilous position of the house over the
cliff and creek was similar to the strong consciousness
of landscape that I wanted to create with my design. In
addition, the pairing of suspended and carved stairs to
the water speaks to an attentiveness to the approach to
water.
Samuel Mockbee's Butterfly House is the final
precedent I will discuss here. This house is defined by the
dramatic gesture of its water-collecting roof. Even when
no rain is falling, this roof speaks of water. Similarly, in
my design, the infrastructure of water collection - both
roof and channels - implies water even when the sky is
dry.
Notes:
1. For more on Japanese baths, see Grilli, Peter and Levy,
Dana. Furo: The Japanese Bath. New York: Kodansha
International Ltd., 1985
Butterfly House
Image sources for preceding spread:
Vats photos:
Peter Zumthor. Architecture and Urbanism February 1998 Extra
Edition, pp. 144, 151
Water Temple photo:
Kenneth Frampton, Tadao Ando: Light and Water. New York: The
Monacelli Press, 2003, p. 120
Fallingwater photos:
Hoffman, Donald. Frank Lloyd Wright's Fallingwater. New York:
Dover Publications, Inc., 1978
Butterfly House photos:
Dean, Andrea Oppenheimer and Hursley, Timothy. Rural Studio:
Samuel Mockbee and an Architecture of Decency. New York:
Princeton Architectural Press, 2002
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In this place
Summer evening fog in the trees above
the site.
Environmental context
The full cycle of water can be seen on or from the site, fluctuating daily
and seasonally. Water is seen and heard there, present and distant,
Liquid and vapor. In the winter, the tuLe fog drifts up from the marshes,
both those over the ridge and those near the bay. In the summer, fog
drifts into the bay through the Golden Gate from the Pacific. Clouds
and fog from the ocean that encounter the slopes of the coastal range
release their moisture on the seaward side, leaving the inland valley dry
and hot. Average annual rainfall in Berkeley is approximately 24 inches
per year. Water falling as rain then finds its way into ravines, flowing
back to the bay. Some of these creeks are perennial, others seasonal. At
the edge of the site is a branch of Codornices Creek, active most of the
year. It is currently culverted, under its natural ravine, but the sound of
the water is faintly audible as one enters the site. At the western rim of
the site, glimpses of the bay can be caught through the trees, opening
to a clear view at the northern end.
Until the 1930's, all the water in the East Bay came from local
sources, a combination of dammed creeks, wells, and water tunnels dug
into hillsides. At that point, due to water shortages and depletion of the
water table, local governments arranged for water to be brought from
the Sierra Mountains.1 Today, a combination of local and Sierra water is
used, with covered and open reservoirs visible in a number of locations.
Seasonal and more long-term variations in rainfall have a
visible effect on the landscape. California could be said to have two
seasons: wet and dry, reflected in a landscape that is green or brown. In
addition, rainfall may vary greatly from year to year, bringing drought
Paths of wind and fog through the San Francisco Bay. or bringing tremendous rainstorms that cause mudslides along the coast.All this leads to an unusual level of awareness of water in California.
(from Gilliam, Harold. California Natural History Guides 63:
Weather of the San Francisco Bay Region. Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2002)
Note:
1. For more on the history of the water supply in the East Bay,
see Figuers, S. Ground Water Study and Water Supply History
of the East Bay Plain, Alameda and Contra Costa Counties,
CA. Norfleet Consultants for the Friends of the San Francisco
Estuary. Livermore, CA, 1998 34
The city of Berkeley is strongly
defined by its eastern and western
borders. On the east, the Coastal
Range, locally called "the hills" lies
between the bay climate zone and
the warmer, drier inland climate
zone. On the west lies the bay.
Northern and southern boundaries
are almost imperceptible, as one
town shades into the next.
Between east and west run a
number of creeks. Over time, many
of these have become culverted,
buried in large pipes, and often
further buried as houses and other
structures are built over them.
Recently there has been a move-
ment to "daylight" these creeks in
Berkeley, leading to the formation
of more than one citizens group,
and even the passage of a city ordi-
nance.1
In addition, some creeks
have always remained substantially
open. Most notable is Strawberry
Creek, which runs through the cam-
pus of the Unversity of California,
and was once a source of drink-
ing water. Most other creeks run
sometimes underground, sometimes
emerging to run through someone's
yard. Some creeks, or branches are
seasonal, but the major ones are
year-round.
Note:
1. For the text of this ordinance, go to
http://loccna.katz.com/creek/berkee
ycreekordinance.html
CITY OF BERKELEY BMC 17.08 CREEKS AND PARCELS ESTIMATED WITHIN 30 FEET OF THESE CREEKS
Version of 19 July 2004
PSm 
EUELEYAREA. - ALAMEDA ANDCNM COSTACOTIES, CALIFORN'AUS
Map of Berkeley Creeks, from City of Berkeley ordinance chapter 17.08.
Orange lines indicate creeks, while green ines mark boundaries between watersheds.
After Strawberry Creek, Codornices is the most visible creek in Berkeley.
It has urban as well as environmental significance. While Codornices is
largely culverted in its lower reaches, in the flatlands, local groups have
been working on daylighting it, with a focus on restoring trout habi-
tat. In the eastern portion, the creek is substantially open, and weaves
through a series of public parks. Recently, the construction of a new
synagogue building involved daylighting of the portion of creek running
though its site.
The site of the mikvah thus ies at the top of a series of public spaces
along the ine of the creek.
Key to map:
1 Live Oak Park
2 Congregation Beth El
3 Berkeley Rose Garden
4 Codornices Park
5 Reservoir
6 Glendale-La Loma Park
7 Terrace View Park
Location
The site chosen for this project is purposely liminal. It is located at both
an urban and an environmental edge.
In Biblical descriptions, immersion brings about a change in
status that is paralleled by spatial moves: into and out of the temple by
priests, into and out of the encampment by individuals who have be-
come ritually impure.
This liminal position is significant in the transformation of both
water and people. This is where fog and clouds that collide with the
hills release their water. This is the headwaters of the creeks. Thus it is
a special point in the water cycle, where water changes from vapor to
liquid, from opaque to clear.
The location also provides an opportunity to strengthen and
extend the ritual. The participant is required to depart from the city
of daily life and cross almost into the wilderness. This may seem like
hyperbole for a description of a place still admittedly dotted by houses.
Keep in mind, however, that this neighborhood backs onto a large state
park, and that wildlife, including mountain lions, is not unknown. The
elevated position of the site also means that as one departs from daily
life, one is also given a spectacular view of it, a chance for reflection.
The site is marked in red above, the ridge line in green. The
shore of the bay can be seen to the left.
Social context
At the same time that the site is
liminal, it is also fairly convenient.
North Berkeley is home to a number
of Jewish institutions: the Jewish
Community Center, Congregation
Beth El (a Reform congregation)
and Congregation Netivot Shalom (a
Conservation congregation). Thus it
can benefit from and contribute to
the critical mass of Jewish partici-
pation already in this neighborhood.
Significantly, these institutions all
have a more progressive orienta-
tion. The orthodox organizations
are located a bit more to the south,
just to the other side of the Univer-
sity campus. It should be noted that
there is in fact a mikvah in Berke-
ley, on the other side of the univer-
sity campus (see page 26). However,
it does not fully serve the needs of
the community, since it does not
accommodate conversions.
Key to map:
Congregation Netivot Shalom
Jewish Community Center
Congregation Beth El
the site
Inner circles indicate haLf-mile radius; larger circles are one-
mile radius.
Site topography
The specific site chosen is on the
edge of Glendale-La Loma park.
Once a quarry, the site was convert-
ed to a park and opened in 1969.1
At the center of the park is a soft-
ball field, empty most of the week.
The park is defined to the north by
a steep bluff, above which a few
balconies of houses are just visible.
On the east, the park extends up
in terraces, with playgrounds for
children and a small parking lot.
The western edge of the site drops
off precipitously, with a deep ravine
to the south, along La Loma, and a
curving slope along the rest of the
western edge. The mikvah is posi-
tioned along this western edge. This
edge provides the greatest range of
views and fairly direct access, and
interferes minimaLy with existing
park uses.
Note:
1. cf. http://
www.ci.berkeLey.ca.us/parks/
parkspages/GlendaleLaLoma. htmL
Approach and entry
Entrance to the park is on the south
side, with one entry to the upper
parking lot, one at El Portal be-
tween to rows of house, and a third
at Quarry.
After the departure from
town and ascent into the hills, one
approaches the mikvah at Quarry,
taking a path over the ravine. Water
once flowed here, and its sound is
still audible where a vent comes to
the surface. After a glimpse of the
bay, one enters the building on a
terrace.
Light on the site
Light on the site is quite dramatic,
especially in the evening, when
the sun sets over the bay. This is
significant especially for uses that
are timed for the evening. Time is
dramatized not only by the chang-
ing intensity, color and direction
of light, but also by the fog and
clouds. In the East Bay, there is a
definite daily cycle of fog. As the
sun sets over the ocean, cold winds
and fog blow in, usually burning off
again by midday. This marks time,
as well as affecting the quality of
light.

The Design
Studies
The following studies explored two major elements of the design: ight
and material. In each study, openings allowed light to illuminate and
mark a path through the space in different ways. The materials included
- wood, concrete, water - had distinct responses to the light, and also
implications for spatial ideas. The initial tectonic idea was of a concrete
mass to contain the water, with a ight wood structure resting on it to
contain everything else. If a consciousness of time is part of the setting
of the ritual, the shifting of light is a powerful way to mark the passage
of time.
Clerestory
In this example, ight traces a Line across the surface of floor and water,
up the opposite wall, and finally illuminates the ceiling. This could mark
the setting of the sun, or in reverse, its rising. It also blocks all view
except of the sky.
Vertical window
In this case, Light is brought in through a vertical window. (The space
is shown from above.) Here, the Light moves around the space, mark-
ing one wall with a sharp line, and the next wall more broadly, before
finalLy washing the adjacent wall with light. This would create very
different experiences of the space: immersion in darkness, with light as
a discrete marker of time, immersion in light, or immersion of the body
in darkness and the eyes in light. This could be oriented for a dramatic
moment during the day.
Skylight
In this example, the light is both more diffuse and more complex. It is
still possible to register the movement of the sun in how it illuminates
the walls. However, the more overriding effect is one of general illu-
mination. Instead of the walls reflecting light, one might be primarily
aware of the brightness of the sky breaking through the ceiling. This
approach might be most appropriate for a mikvah used during the day,
rather than at beginning or end, where the space is not tuned to a par-
ticular time.
Configurations
The next study was a reconfigurable
model, in which different arrange-
ments of opening, enclosure, and
descent could be tested.
/
Springs
A portion of Codornices Creek as it
passes through Live Oak Park.
Circulation of water
Water moves along the channel
Water is collected along the con-
tinuous surface and channel of
the roof: continuous surface and
channel. It may then be directed
into the building for use, or into
an infiltration planter outside the
entrance.
Water brought into the
building is directed along a canal,
off of which water may be diverted
to individual borot. This canal is
multi-functional. It serves to reveal
the water, implying the water's pas-
sage even when empty. It acts as a
threshold, over which bridges lead
from the main circulation spine to
the individual mikvaot. Lastly, it has
a technical function. As extra assur-
ance that water is ritually valid for
a mikvah, one practice is to run it
over the ground, or over concrete in
the ground. This channel serves for
this process, called hamshachah
Water is gathered in borot and
mikvaot
Water is returned to
the landscape via water
infiltration gardens.
Circulation of people
Movement through the building takes place on wooden floors. The main corridor can be
opened to the elements, and breaks between teh mikvah blocks provide glimpses of the
landscape. To approach a particular mikvah, one then turns off this breezeway. The concrete
supports of the main roof frame this moment of transition, and the water channel provides a
line to be crossed. Smaller wooden walkways bridge to the mikvaot and preparation rooms,
and are bounded on the opposite side by the water of the bor.
The floor of each preparation room continues this wooden surface of anticipation.
Only when one enters the mikvah room itself does one step off the wood onto the underlying
concrete. In all but the accessible mikvah, this involves at least one step down, beginning the
descent before ones reaches the water.
The building organizes different movement for different people. Mikvah attendants and other
secondary people may enter the mikvah directly without passing through the preparation
room, allowing the immerser and the witness to meet up in the space of the mikvah itself.

Circulation of light
Each of the four mikvaot is oriented
differently toward the light. As the
sun moves across the sky, its light
activates each mikvah differently,
at some times flooding a mikvah
with light, at other times sending
beams of light across the water, or
illuminating a particular wall.
The diagrams on these
pages show a simplified version of
this movement of light. Light from
upper clerestories, for example,
is omitted. Light also shifts across
9 am the open areas, though the effect
is somewhat more diffused. Light
angles shown here are for spring/
fall equinox. For studies of light in
individual spaces, see pages 59-65.
1 pm
5pm
6pm

Pools

Entry/reception
Movement through the site and
building is partly about a sequence
of experiences of water. First, as
one crosses the ravine, one expe-
riences water as sound, hearing
the murmur of the buried creek.
Secondly, approaching the build-
ing, one sees shapes that imply
water: the wings of the roof and its
extended channel, as well as the
filtration bed under the channel.
Entering the reception area,
one encounters the space where
water from the roof is directed to
the mikvaot. At most times, this
will be inactive, when it is not rain-
ing, or when rain is shunted to the
outdoor filtration bed. Sometimes,
however, it will provide a dramatic
moment.
Within the reception area,
small seating areas are set off from
the main path, with views of the
ravine. A small office is also tucked
away, out of sight of the entry. A
reception desk lies along the stream
of entry. Passing by the reception
desk and passing through a set of
double doors, one enters the main
circulation corridor.
Holiday immersion
This mikvah is located closest to
the entry, and its use is somewhat
less private than that of the other
mikvaot. It is intended for repeat
use in preparation for holidays and
for shabbat. Traditionally, this is a
use that has been practiced primar-
ily by men, and primarily within the
Hasidic tradition.
For this type of use, the
activity would not be staggered
throughout the week and month, as
it is for women's traditional uses.
Rather it is clustered on Fridays
and before holidays. Therefore, the
design accommodates a larger vol-
ume. Also, because this type of im-
mersion is a preparation for group
celebration, rather than individual
bodily cycles, a more public, cel-
ebratory approach is appropriate.
Therefore, more gathering
space is created outside the mikvah
and preparation area, for impromp-
tu group prayer. Orientation to east
also corresponds to prayer. In addi-
tion, the preparation room is con-
ceived as a group facility. Shower,
bath, changing area, and toilet are
thus enclosed, unlike in the other
mikvaot.
The preparation room is also
separated from the mikvah itself
by a buffer zone of contemplation
spaces. Sitting on the edge of the
wood floor, ones feet rest on the
surface of the concrete. This zone is
in turn separated from the mikvah
by a partition wall for privacy.
These immersions typically
take place in the morning, or during
the day. This mikvah is therefore
oriented toward the east to take
advantage of the morning sun.
Due to the topography of the site,
this sun will not be strong, since it
will be partly blocked by a nearby
hillside. Therefore the window area
is large to admit light. In addition,
a vertical slit window at the base
of the stairs, in the south wall of
the mikvah, will admit a sliver of
light, creating a moving threshold
of light at the bottom of the stairs
and marking time. Vertical windows
in the preparation room face in the
same direction.
In each mikvah, a sense of
openness and light is created while
visual privacy is maintained. For
this type of immersion, witnessing
is not generally required. Therefore
a partition wall separates the con-
templation spaces from the water
and the window beyond. After dis-
robing, the descent into the water
is bounded by a partition wall, and
one emerges into the light only
once one is covered in water.
Accessible immersion
In a mikvah, attentiveness to the
body is an integral part of attaining
holiness. Therefore, an accessible
mikvah should strive for spiritual as
well as physical accessibility.
The preparation room provides spa-
ciousness, accessible shower, and a
seating space facing the mikvah.
This mikvah has smaller dimensions
than the others, so that one can
feel secure, always near an edge.
Two methods of entry recommend-
ed by ADA guidelines are used here.
One is a set of steps intended to
be descended in a seated position
until one is sufficiently in the water
to be buoyant. The other is a broad
bench over which one can pivot
and then descend to a lower bench
within the water. Both of these are
positioned to accommodate an at-
tendant if needed.
Because this mikvah is multi-pur-
pose, it is oriented to the south
for light throughout day. The wide
window to the south is high up to
ensure privacy, while a smaller side
window provides a view.
Monthly immersion
This type of immersion requires
the most rigorous preparation. In
fact, the preparation is likely to be
significantly more time-consuming
than the immersion itself. There-
fore, two preparation rooms serve
this mikvah.
The space between the preparation
rooms and the mikvah expands
up to the slanting metal roof
above, Letting in light through tall
clerestories. Until sunset, this
provides a threshold of light.
Witnessing is also important
for this type of immersion, and
ample space to stand next to the
mikvah is provided. Unlike other
uses, these immersions often take
place in the evening, when there is
little natural light. For witnessing
then, strong artificial light would be
necessary.
A translucent partition, sus-
pended with its edge just into the
water, creates a new alternative.
One can submerge and pass under
this, assuring complete immersion
when one emerges on the other
side. This partition also provides
privacy. After passing under it or
around the side to the left, one can
lean against the window siLL and
contemplate the evening sky and
the lights of the city before return-
ing.
Life-cycle immersion
Two uses of the mikvah are in-
tended to be once-in-a-Lifetime:
weddings and conversions. These
are typically more public than other
uses - not in terms of group par-
ticipation, as with holiday immer-
sions, but because of the number of
people who accompany the person
immersing.
In the case of a wedding,
the bride in particular is likely to
be accompanied by at least her
mother and possibly other family
and friends. Sephardic (i.e. Medi-
terranean) Jewish traditions tend to
be more celebratory.
For conversion, in addition
to a witness to actually watch the
immersion, a beit din, a group of
three rabbis, must approve the con-
version. In the case that the rabbis
and the person immersing are not of
the same gender, the rabbis would
not be in the same room. This
typically has meant that they stand
outside, listening through an open
door to the blessings being said.
The arrangement of this
mikvah makes possible a greater
sense of connection, an indirect
visual as well as auditory witness-
ing. A small room for rabbis, friends
and family is adjacent to the mik-
vah, separated only by a partition
suspended in the water. As someone
descends into the water, the water
moves and is displaced, allowing
those in the other room to witness
the effect of the body on the water,
as the one immersing feel the water
enveloping his body. In order to
participate in the witnessing, those
on the other side of the partition
must also step down onto concrete
to approach the edge of the water.
Gathering space
The life-cycle is located at the end
of the building, directly on the
main path, in keeping with its more
public and prominent nature. In
front of it, the walkway expands to
accommodate informal gatherings.
Adjacent and above is a gathering
room for celebrations as well as
meetings with rabbis for conversion.
It can also accommodate meetings
and educational programs.
Appendix A: Technical requirements for a mikvah
Notes
1 The best introduction, in English,
to the technical aspects of mikvah
construction is Lesches, Schneur
Zalman, Understanding Mikvah: An
Overview of Mikvah Construction.
Montreal: Kollel Menachem of
Montreal, 2001. The explanation
offered here draws heavily on that
text, supplemented by other research
in books and through discussions with
specialists, most notably Rabbi Ben
Zion Bergman, of the University of
Judaism in Los angeles.
2 The source for this is Leviticus 11:36,
"Only a spring or a cistern, a gathering
of water, shall remain pure." In
context, the point was that such waters
were not subject to contamination.
Biblical references to immersion do
not specify the type of water. See,
for example, the many examples
in Leviticus 15. Later, a connection
between the type of water and its
efficacy for purification was clarified.
3 The early rabbinic discussions specify
40 se'ah. However, the translation of
this into modern units is not known.
In order to be considered valid for immersion, a mikvah must meet certain requirements.
These requirements primarily have to do with the water itself: its source, its movement, and
its containment. Over the course of centuries of debate, a set of standard solutions to these
requirements has emerged. In the design shown in the previous pages, the following principles
have been retained, though given new forms. 1
Two types of water are accepted for immersion: rain water and spring water.2
Specifically excluded is drawn water of any kind, such as tap water. Spring water is generally
taken to mean water from the source of a year-round spring. Water from rivers is considered
problematic, due to the unclear mixture of rainwater and spring water, and seasonal creeks
are excluded. In urban settings, creeks are generally problematic, because directing them
through pipes and culverts can make them drawn water. Lakes are similarly questionable.
Oceans are generally considered equivalent to springs. Originally, immersion may have taken
place in natural springs and pools. However, due to a combination of a migration to colder
climates and increasing urbanization, changes were instituted. Springs were not always
accessible, and could not be heated. Most contemporary mikvaot use rainwater.
Equally important is the manner in which the water is collected. The water is supposed
to gather naturally, as it falls in rain or rises from a spring. No pitchers, pipes or other vessels
may be used. Since rain water is generally gathered from the roof of the mikvah building, this
imposes certain restrictions on the construction. Gutters and downspouts must be constructed
in such a way that they cannot function as vessels.
The bor, or pit, must hold enough water for a person to fully submerge without
touching the sides or bottom of the pool. 3 The bor also must not function as a vessel; rather
it should be part of the ground. In practice, this means that it is generally made of concrete,
poured into the ground, so that it is inseparable from the ground.
In addition, concerns arose from the repeated reuse of water, especially in places
with limited rainfall, where the water could not be frequently replenished. Therefore, an
innovation was introduced, in the form of a double pool. Today, almost all mikvaot use some
variation of this. One bor holds the actual rainwater, while immersion takes place in a second
pool filled with treated tap water. A variety of methods may then be used to unify the two.
Hashakah: Holes in the side
wall of the mikvah connect it
to an adjacent bor.
The three standard
arrangements are: Bor aL gabai
bor (pit above pit), in which the
immersion pool is placed above
the rainwater pit, with openings
in the partition that separates
the two; hashakah (kissing), in
which an opening below the water
line connects the two; and zriah
(sowing), in which the immersion
pool is filled with water that has
been run through the rain water
pool. In this case the hole is above
the water line of the immersion
pool. Each of these arrangements
has advantages and disadvantages,
in the attempt to connect the two
bodies of water, without losing the
required amount of rain water. They
also have different consequences
for visibility of the water and ease
of maintenance.
Zriah: tapwater is run through
the bor to "seed" the water of
the mikvah.
Appendix B: Glossary
beit din - "house of judgment"
This is a court consisting of three rabbis, which makes decisions in Jewish law on such matters
as conversion and divorce.
bor - "pit"
This is where the rainwater is gathered, and is what makes a mikvah valid.
borot
Plural of bor
East Bay
That part of the San Francisco Bay area located on the east side of the bay. In this thesis, this
generally refers to the inner part of the east bay, including Alameda and Contra Costa coun-
ties.
hamshachah
In case of concern about the validity of water for a mikvah, such as concern that it may have
become "drawn" water by entering a receptacle, the process of hamshachah may be used.
This consists of running the water along the ground, or along soft concrete that is poured on
the ground.
hashakah- "kissing"
This is one of three standard methods of connecting the waters of the bor with the waters of
the mikvah itself. It consists of an opening between the two, where the waters can meet.
kavanah - "intention"
keilim - "vessels"
In this context, anything that can hold liquid.
mikvah - "gathering"
A gathering of water considered valid for ritual immersion, generally using rainwater. Over
time, this term has come to apply to the water in which one actually immerses, which may
not be the rainwater itself.
mikvaot
Plural of mikvah
niddah
A woman considered to be in a state of ritual impurity or unreadiness. In strict definitions,
this applies to a woman during menstruation and for seven days after menstruation ceases,
and is a state transformed only by immersion in a mikvah.
onsen
Japanese bath using the waters of a hot spring.
rabbi
A Jewish spiritual leader, trained by a seminary and ordained by a beit din.
shabbat
The Jewish day of rest, which begins at sundown on Friday and ends after sundown on Satur-
day.
tomeh
Ritually impure/unready
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